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"The Stuff You Need Out Here": A Semiotic Case Study Analysis of an Agricultural 
Company's Advertisements 
Abstract 
In today’s mediated society, people are continually searching to describe relationships among 
themselves, the items they encounter in their physical environment, and the cultural and historical 
contexts in which they reside. By placing meaning-laden visuals in a medium as popular as magazines 
with rural audiences, advertisers are sending messages as to what rural life is. The 2004-2005 advertising 
campaign of the Tractor Supply Company utilized photographs of rural life to sell viewers “ The stuff you 
need out here.” This advertising campaign, which relied heavily on a humorous appeal to play into 
stereotypical images of rural life, was seen in a variety of magazines that reach rural audiences. Using 
semiology as the framework of how images construct meanings, this case study sheds light on the 
various messages behind these advertisements and how they convey the cultures of rural life to farm and 
non-farm audiences. It is apparent that these advertisements have a tendency to play into the dominant 
ideology of what farming and farmers look like. Through simplistic images playing into known 
stereotypes such as male domination, rural work ethic, and freedom, the dominant ideal is enforced 
through the selling of these products. By utilizing American ideals and colors, the advertisements played 
into the American ideal of patriotism. 
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plications for future analysis.
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Advertising as a Visual
Advertising,	at	its	core,	is	a	communication	method	that	is	mass	mediated	to	a	specific	audience	
with	the	goal	to	persuade	someone	about	a	product,	service,	idea	or	way	of	life	(O’Guinn,	Allen,	&	

















Sue Bee Honey) reinforce an ideology that has caused consumers to be blind to forms of racism 
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preting messages (Rose, 2001).
Saussure	developed	a	systematic	understanding	of	how	linguistics	works	through	the	use	of	the	
sign (Moriarty, 2005). A sign is the basic unit consisting of the signified — a concept or an object, 













mon	 and	 obvious	meanings	 of	 signs	 to	 see	 the	 hidden	meanings	 in	 complex	messages	 (Barthes,	
2002a).	Barthes’	 theory	describes	 a	bi-level	 reading	of	messages	 that	must	 take	place.	The	 initial	
level,	denotation,	is	a	starting	point	in	which	one	reads	the	direct,	specific	meaning	of	the	sign.		This	
is	followed	by	the	connotation,	second	level,	in	which	the	meaning	that	is	evoked	by	the	object	is	






















Semiology, as a method, offers many analytical tools for researchers to use to dissect an image and 
describe	its	meaning	in	relation	to	the	world	around	it	(Rose,	2001).	This	study	will	focus	on	the	idea	
of	the	sign	and	how	it	makes	meanings	in	the	advertisements.	Semiology	studies	tend	to	concentrate	














identify	with	as	part	of	 the	target	audience.	Western	Horseman	described	 its	 readership	as	being	
educated	individuals	who	live	in	rural	areas	and	are	involved	in	the	western	and	equestrian	lifestyle	
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2004).	By	portraying	 this	“ruralness,”	 the	 advertisers	 are	 reaching	 farmers	 and	non-farmers	 alike.	
Farmers	are	able	to	place	themselves	easily	into	the	advertisement,	as	it	is	a	picture	of	their	daily	life,	
while	non-farmers	who	romanticize	farming	(Higgins,	1991)	are	able	to	place	themselves	into	this	





































This	 first	 advertisement	 (Fig-
ure 1) appears near the begin-
ning	 of	 the	 February	 2005	 issue	
of	 America’s	 Horse.	 Its	 bright	




tisement.	 Upon	 first	 inspection,	
the	 viewer	 sees	 an	 older,	 white-
collar, politician speaking at a lec-
tern. He is stationed in a farmyard 
in front of a classic red barn, signi-













barn, fence, and crops continue to play on the image of rural America, bringing the idea of simplicity, 
hard	work,	and	trustworthiness	to	the	viewer’s	mind.	These	connotations	are	then	transferred	to	the	
Figure 1. Tractor Supply Advertisement for a Manure Fork
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indicates that she may be there as a listener or as a support to her farming husband. 
The	elderly	gentleman	is	one	of	two	people	in	the	advertisement	holding	a	small	American	flag.	
His	flag	is	held	predominantly	showing	off	his	patriotism.	The	younger	man	in	flannel	is	also	hold-



































page,	 in	 contrast	 with	 a	 continuing	 article	





In	 this	 advertisement,	 the	 viewer	 again	
sees	 the	 apparently	 cut-out	 advertisement	
that	has	been	placed	on	the	image	with	duct	















Figure 2. Tractor Supply Advertisement for a Tractor 
Shading Canopy
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do manual labor to get the job done right.
It	is	interesting	to	note	that	out	of	the	three	ads,	this	is	the	only	advertisement	in	which	the	image	
appears	to	have	been	created	electronically.	The	man	in	the	image	looks	as	if	he	was	digitally	placed	













The Deluxe Insulated Coverall
The	 final	 advertisement	 being	 analyzed	
(Figure	3)	is	similar	to	the	tractor	shade	ad-





the bottom of the page underneath a story 
featuring	a	black-and-white	image.	This	ad-
vertisement	was	also	placed	near	the	middle	














Figure 3. Tractor Supply Advertisement for Insulated 
Coveralls
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Many	 classical	 advertising	 techniques	 are	 utilized	 to	 draw	 in	 viewers	 and	 allow	 them	 to	 put	
themselves	 into	the	images	and	make	specific	meanings	out	of	those	images	(Williamson,	1978).	
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the target audience of TSC. Thus, other researchers should look at these images and consider other 






presenting information to publics. Researchers must continue to track these stereotypes if commu-
nicators	want	to	be	able	to	effectively	portray	farming	in	the	media.
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